from me because I would be too critical." As a colleague Bill was a homo absconditus; present but unrevealing.
While he was not a professor with colleagues, he was a teacher with students, as these papers have strikingly demonstrated. One of my colleagues, Tom McCollough, did have more of a relationship with Bill than did the rest of us. He was writing a book at one point during Bill's tenure as chairman and was having a bit of difficulty. Tom mentioned his problems to Bill, who graciously agreed to meet with him on a regular basis to read and discuss his manuscript. He proved to be quite helpful, a very good teacher. I should also mention here another exceptional moment of collegiality, namely Poteat's collaboration with Professor Tom Langford in the 1968 publication of Intellect and Hope: Essays in the Thought of Michael Polanyi.
2 It is significant, however, that Langford was first of all a theologian. (After serving as chair of the Department of Religion, he was appointed Dean of the Divinity School in 1971.) But he was also a productive student of philosophy who could and did engage Poteat and support Poteat's interest in Polanyi. On the other hand, Poteat, to my knowledge, had no interest in Langford the theologian or in his theology, and there was no further collaboration. As I have said, Bill was first and finally a teacher. And his community was essentially a community of his students. Not too surprisingly, he married a student, one of his more promising graduate students.
The focus of his teaching was not the history or tradition of philosophy but rather his own philosophy, which appears to have been developing in and through his teaching. I remember a retreat we once had as a department. We read together a short play that Bill had copied for us. (I think it was "The Teacher," or something similar.) In any case, the play was about a professor who talked much and expected his students to give it all back. His calling was to fill those empty vessels with his wisdom. But there was one student that the professor just could not reach; the student had a toothache. After all, he was embodied, and that body was getting in the way of his (the professor's) teaching. This was the one time that Bill shared with us, as a department, something that revealed a bit of his thinking. Nevertheless, we had a sense of what Bill was teaching because we knew some of his students, but not because of his having had a direct conversation with any of us. We did know that he was very troubled by the subject-object dichotomy and the disembodied ego-centrism of Cartesianism. I must admit here that I am unqualified to say much at all about his post-Cartesianism. I am, after all, an inveterate theologian -hardly a philosopher. My theologian is Karl Barth, and in this connection I am reminded of a passage in Barth where he speaks of the "all too triumphal overcoming of the subject and object dichotomy." [Audience laughter.] But Poteat did overcome the subject-object dichotomy . . . as all of you [fellow panelists] have told me one way or another. This was our impression of Bill.
At the end of his life, I had a feeling, a sense, of Bill's loneliness. Sadly, his dying days were scarcely noted in the Department of Religion. I visited him during those days, not often I fear, and I left for our Shaw Island residence in Washington before he died. I think Tom McCollough also visited him, but to my knowledge not many others [among his former faculty colleagues].
3 I was thinking, as you were discussing the possibility of establishing a Poteat archive at Duke, that I would not be able to suggest to whom you might go today, at Duke, to pursue the project. There are probably very few who would recognize his name. I think his legacy is the legacy that you all [panelists], as his students, have preserved and might pass on. But I don't suspect that, otherwise, there is much of his legacy at Duke University today. It is sad and disappointing because he was such a remarkable man. But he was not really our colleague or a part of the Duke community.
I must tell you about my last visit with him. He was virtually bedridden. We had an interesting conversation, one that may say something about him, or at least my perception of him. I mentioned to him that, sometimes when I am writing, I get stumped by what I am trying to say. I can't work through the puzzle that I have taken upon myself; so I have to pick up a pencil and scratch my way through. I can't do it on the computer. I have
But one question I had, after I had finished my last visit with him, was (without wishing to be too critical of him): How good a listener was Bill? I know Bill was a wonderful teacher when there were, in his students, open vessels. This was his community. One of the questions Dale Cannon raised here is: Why was Bill not more widely, or better, received by the larger community of scholars? In response, my question is: What was there for him to learn from that community? Do you [fellow panelists] remember that time when you got Bill to come to the AAR / Polanyi Society annual meeting ( November 19 -20, 1993 , in Washington, D.C.), which was to focus on Bill and his philosophic vision? That was one of the most memorable moments in my academic life. You will remember it if for no other reason than that Bill was present, at an AAR meeting. He was , of course, the occasion for the [section] gathering. And do you not still hear his remarkable claim? (This was not a student's evaluation): He had accomplished a "Copernican revolution" in philosophy. Now, that being the case, what of significance was he to learn from other, pre-revolutionary philosophers? He had, after all, created a radically new world of philosophy. And this revolution evidently laid upon Bill a huge revolutionary responsibility -namely, as Dale reported in his presentation, the task of curing "the crisis of modern culture , . . . its intellectual, culture-wide insanity," the "task of curing ourselves and returning us to ourselves as persons, to who we are as persons before God." Now, that is an overwhelming responsibility, and even if he had achieved a Copernican revolution in philosophy, could he seriously have imagined that he could fulfill such a responsibility?
Hearing these words, I have to say, to myself, "He is asking for Jesus," who did take on the responsibility to cure our souls and to restore ourselves before God. And with this, I am brought to the final, and perhaps first, question that Bill confronted me with, a question he never answered: Was he a Christian? Much suggests that he was, but not much is finally convincing. He did seem to have a Christian "hangover," a theological legacy of sorts. He was raised, I understand, in a devout, prominent, Baptist family and graduated from a divinity school, although he never was ordained. He left a fine Department of Philosophy for [a seminary, then] a Divinity School, and then a Religion Department.
[Panelist: Where did his Christian legacy play into his life?] That is a good question. Not in his language, not in his speech, not in his practice that any of us could recognize. And yet, I think it did play, as a secularized, [Dale Cannon interrupts: not entirely secularized, I think] . . . but uprooted vision of his responsibility. Along with this is an absence of concreteness -particularity in his thinking and "religious" discourse. It was only marginally theological or doctrinal. It was not "biblical" in any explicit, concrete way. The name "Jesus" is not heard, nor is Scripture cited. One does not hear echoes of the language of Canaan -an essential for authentic theological talk, according to Karl Barth. The Yahwist perspective that Poteat occasionally claimed for himself is abstract. And I have to think of Bill's inability to be settled in Chapel Hill, in Austin, in Duke's Divinity School, or in its Department of Religion. He was not happy in the Department; he was not happy in the Divinity School; he was not happy in Chapel Hill. Perhaps it was because he was judged by a memory, by an inherited "religious" vision of himself, by a hope that seemed well beyond him, whose fulfillment he could find in no place -not Chapel Hill, not Austin, not Duke, not Durham, no where. This is my take on Bill. When I had my last time with him, I have to say I loved the man, but I felt he was in his Savior's hands, not his own, not in mine, and not in ours. What he was longing for, he was not to get here.
Endnotes

1
The Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest ceased to exist after a few years. 2 Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.
3
[Editor:] It should be noted that some of Bill Poteat's former students visited him in his final days. Ron Hall, in an e-mail dated 6-6-2008, recalls his and the late Taylor Scott's visit with Bill on his death bed: "He asked Taylor to preach the homily at his funeral at Duke Chapel and he asked me to say a prayer from Soren Kierkegaard. I read the prayer aloud to him on that last visit and he looked up at me and said: 'That guy could really pray!'" A large number of Poteat's former students, some traveling considerable distances, attended his funeral service.
